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abstract: a total of202 specimens of water snakes {Nerodia spp.) and 17 cottonmouths {Agkistrodon piscivorus) 
were collected from 2 localities in southeastern Louisiana between March and December 1989, and examined 
for helminths. Six species of trematodes, 4 cestodes, 9 nematodes, and 2 acanthocephalans were recovered from 
these snakes. At the Head of Island locality, Dasymetra villicaeca and Proteocephaliis variabilis had the highest 
prevalence and abundance in Nerodia cyclopion\ D. villicaeca, Styphlodora magna, and Terranova caballeroi 
displayed the broadest host specificity, infecting all snakes from Head of Island. Species richness and mean 
number of individuals were highest in N. cyclopion and A. piscivorus, but diversity was highest in N. fasciata. 
Proteocephaliis perspicua and P. variabilis were most prevalent and abundant in N. cyclopion at the Spanish 
Lake locality; Ochetosoma aniarum and Kalicephalus rectiphilus displayed broadest host specificity, infecting 
all snakes from Spanish Lake. Species richness and mean number of individuals were highest in N. cyclopion, 
while diversity was highest in A. piscivorus. In general, higher prevalence, abundance, species richness, and mean 
number of individuals occurred in snakes from Head of Island. The helminth fauna of Nerodia spp. were most 
similar, reflecting close phylogenetic affinities and broad overlap in diet. In contrast, the helminth fauna of the 
viperid, A. piscivorus, contained 5 helminths that were restricted to this snake. We propose that host diet, habitat 
differences, and phylogeny are the most important determinants of the helminth fauna of aquatic snakes. 
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The helminth communities of fishes, birds, and 
mammals have been weU studied and many the¬ 
oretical predictions of parasite community or¬ 
ganization have originated from these studies. 
However, the helminth communities of am¬ 
phibians and reptiles have not been as well char¬ 
acterized as those of other vertebrates. Recently, 
Aho (1990) summarized what is known of the 
organization of helminth communities in these 
hosts. He concluded that their helminth com¬ 
munities are, in general, “highly variable, de¬ 
pauperate, and have traits characteristic of non¬ 
interactive community structure.” Phylogenetic 
differences among hosts, as well as local envi¬ 
ronmental conditions, were shown to be impor¬ 
tant determinants of helminth community com¬ 
position. 

Several excellent studies of the helminth com¬ 
munities of frogs, salamanders, and turtles have 
been published (Esch et al., 1979a, b; Goater et 
al., 1987; Muzzall, 1991a, b), but little quanti¬ 
tative data exist for snake helminth communi¬ 
ties. Most studies of the parasites of aquatic snakes 
have emphasized the taxonomy of certain groups 
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of parasites. However, several surveys have been 
concerned wdth the ecological relationships be¬ 
tween helminth parasites and their snake hosts. 
Collins (1969) conducted a comparative study of 
the helminths of water snakes {Nerodia spp.) and 
the cottonmouth {Agkistrodon piscivorus) in 
North Carolina, and Detterline et al. (1984) com¬ 
pared the helminths of ^1. piscivorus and 3 species 
of Nerodia in Alabama. Studies of the overwin¬ 
tering of helminths in Thamnophis sirtalis (Rau 
and Gordon, 1978), host specificity of snake hel¬ 
minths (Rau and Gordon, 1980), and other gen¬ 
eral surveys have been published (Anderson, 
1935; Gibson and Rabalais, 1973; Camp, 1980). 
The taxonomy and life histories of snake trem¬ 
atodes in Louisiana have been well studied (Byrd, 
1935; Bennett, 1935, 1938; Rabalais, 1967, 1968, 
1969a, b; Rabalais and Henson, 1968), but no 
complete surveys of the helminth fauna of Lou¬ 
isiana snakes have been published. In Louisiana, 
the cottonmouth and water snakes co-occur in 
many habitats and prey upon similar food items 
(Mushinsky, 1987). Because of these ecological 
similarities, this system presented an opportu¬ 
nity to compare the helminth faunas among these 
sympatric hosts. The objectives of this study were: 
1) to determine the prevalence and abundance 
of helminths in aquatic snakes, 2) to compare 
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